RENDEZVOUS IN HELL

through with it now because the old woman would become extrava-
gantly hysterical. And he derived a sort of morbid pleasure at the
thought of the scene he had already planned in all its details.

He took a quarter of an hour undressing, which he did with perverse
slowness. He interrupted the process to fondle the old woman's back
with a dexterous hand, rationing his caresses., abandoning them with
cunning, wicked subtlety, allowing himself to be caressed in his turn
only to disengage himself at once till he had reduced Lydia to a state
of utter frenzy.

She groaned and hiccupped and muttered incoherently in a tri-
lingual vocabulary of love; she fell at Jean-NoeTs feet, clasped his legs
and dragged herself about the room on her knees. Jean-Noel savoured
the hideous spectacle she presented, the appalling deformation of her
features, the madness of her eye, the gestures of her old limbs. She was
at once the witch and the faggot, contorted by the fire she bore within
her.

He dragged her to the looking-glass.

"Now, look at yourself," he said, "just look at yourself!"

"Oh, yes! Oh yes! I see myself!'* she cried, in ecstasies at her own
reflection.

"She really might kill herself, getting into such a state at her age,"
thought Jean-Noel.

He left her to go into his own room.

"Jean-Noel, tesoro, amore mio, don't go away. Oh don't!" she cried
in a voice hoarse with anguish. "You can't do a thing like that to me!"

"All right, all right, I'm not going away. I'm coming back at once,"
he replied.

There was a sound of a drawer opening and shutting.

"Amore mio, amore mio, amore mioy" she kept hiccupping.

She was still on her knees on the gleaming inlaid parquet.

Jean-Noel returned. He was carrying legal documents and a fountain-
pen.

"Oh, no, not now, afterwards!" Lydia groaned.

"No, before," he said.

He put the papers down in front of her on the parquet and forced the
pen into her hand.

The document was an act of gift inter vivos with remainder to the
last survivor.

"Sign," he said.

"You beast, you little beast," she said.

Her eyes were misty with tears. She signed.

"And now this one," said Jean-Noel, producing a second document.

It was a complementary deed to the first, by which Marie-Ange had
the reversion of the gift.

Lydia again tried to protest.